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House of Burgess: Bill Paxton 
made it look easy 


Actor, 'Twister' star dies at age 61 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Actor and director Bill Paxton was only 61 when he died unexpectedly 
Saturday. He suffered a stroke after heart surgery, according to a family 
statement released Sunday. He leaves behind a wife, Louise, and two 


children, Lydia and James. 


Probably because I’m from Mitchell, hometown of fallen Apollo 1 astronaut 


Virgil I. “Gus” Grissom, I watched “Apollo 13” countless times and read the 


book on which it was based. Being 12 in 1995, I had multiple, well-worn 
VHS copies of “Twister.” (Which also co-starred the late, great Philip 
Seymour Hoffman.) I even had a CD soundtrack. Apparently I’m not the only 


who felt a connection to that movie. 


“Nearly 200 storm chasers paid tribute Sunday to the late actor Bill Paxton 
by spelling out his initials using GPS coordinates on a map depicting the 
heart of Tornado Alley,” reported The Associated Press. “The effort 
coordinated by Spotter Network spelled out ‘BP’ to honor the leading man 
in the disaster movie ‘Twister,’ which inspired a generation of storm 


chasers.” 


Oh, yeah, and don’t forget the James Cameron-directed mega-hits “The 
Terminator” (1984); “Aliens” (1986); “True Lies” (1994) and “Titanic” 
(1997). I’ll also always remember Paxton as polygamist Bill Henrickson on 
the HBO series “Big Love.” (Which was a great show for about three of its 
five seasons.) I haven’t even mentioned the amazing, underrated films 
“Tombstone” (1993) or “A Simple Plan” (1998). And there’s too many other 
acknowledged classics in his filmography I still haven’t seen it would be 


embarrassing to list. 


Far more than just an actor, Paxton’s life and career took multiple, 


unexpected turns. 


While I was researching my Nov. 20, 2013 column, “Down the JFK rabbit 
hole,” I stumbled across the then just released National Geographic 
Channel documentary, “JFK: The Final Hours.” Created in conjunction with 
the 50th anniversary of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the 
film, which was narrated by Paxton, began by spelling out his special 


connection to the tragedy. 


“Tt was rainy that morning, but nobody cared,” Paxton intoned over a black- 
and-white shot of Kennedy speaking Nov. 22, 1963, in front of the Hotel 
Texas in Fort Worth, the shot slowly focusing in on a beaming young boy 
held above the crowd. “You see, it wasn’t every day you got to see President 
Kennedy. The crowd was big; too big to get a good view. But some folks got 
lucky. For instance, this 8-year-old kid who managed to perch on his 
father’s shoulders. That’s me 50 years ago. What we didn’t know was 
President Kennedy was going to die in just a few hours.” The month prior to 
that documentary, the movie “Parkland,” which Paxton co-produced along 
with Tom Hanks, was released. (The film was based on a shorter, 688-page, 
2008 version of the 1.5 million-word, 5.6-pound, 1,612-page, 2007 Vincent 


Bugliosi JFK assassination opus “Reclaiming History.”) 


And did you know Paxton also had a fruitful career in the music business? 
He directed and starred in the 1980 music video for the 1978 novelty 
Barnes & Barnes hit “Fish Heads.” Later, he became a member of the new 


wave band Martini Ranch. Their only album, 1988’s “Holy Cow,” was 


produced with members of Devo. Two music videos were released, both co- 
starring Judge Reinhold: “How Can the Laboring Man Find Time for Self- 
Culture?” which also featured Anthony Michael Hall; and “Reach,” which 
was directed by longtime collaborator James Cameron and had cameos by 


Katherine Bigelow and Paul Reiser. 


Paxton was self-evidently versatile, but it couldn’t have actually been as 
effortless as it appeared. Just days before his death, Paxton appeared on 
Marc Maron’s podcast, during which he discussed his health problems when 


he was young. 


“T got a weird ailment,” said Paxton in the episode released Feb. 6. 
“Rheumatic fever. That’s what it was. So, I spent [about six months] of 


seventh grade ... in bed. ... It usually damages your heart valves.” 


He made it look easy, even when it probably wasn’t. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


